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INTRODUCTION
Lesbians have been parenting for many years (Patterson, 1996) with
the majority of lesbian-parented families formed with children from
previous heterosexual relationships in step- or blended families (McNair,
Dempsey, Wise, & Perlesz, 2002; Patterson & Chan, 1999). Over the past
15-20 years, with increasing availability of reproductive technology as
well as access to information and support, more and more lesbians are
choosing to have children after coming out (Lewin, 1993; Patterson,
1996)–in de novo lesbian-parented families with children born into a
lesbian relationship (McNair, 2004; Perlesz, Brown, Lindsay et al.,
2006) or as sole lesbian parents via alternative insemination with known
or unknown involved or non-involved donors/fathers.
Lesbian-parented families continue to be marginalised in the absence
of legal and social recognition of their families. Moreover, the lack of a
widely accepted language to describe the lesbian co-mother’s roles and
relationships with her children in particular can render her invisible as a
parent, although this does not mean she is without family or meaningful
family relationships (Gabb, 2005; Swainson & Tasker, 2005).
In this paper, we revisit the language used both within the literature
and by our own research participants to describe a wide variety of lesbian
co-mothering relationships, explore how family members’ language
constructs these relationships, and how family relationships are con-
structed within private and public domains. Our predominant theoreti-
cal bent is feminist, social constructionist, though as family therapists
we take an interest in the whole family’s perspective and not just that of
the lesbian parents. As we read the literature and talk about it here, we
try whenever we can to locate our own and others’ theoretical frame-
works. This is an important endeavour when trying to make sense of
language use. We are both academics as well as lesbians and one of us is
a lesbian parent (A. P.) in a de novo and step-family.
In Australia, lesbian parenting has entered the public arena over re-
cent years more than ever before via debates regarding access to fertility
services and adoption, legal recognition of same-sex parents, and chil-
dren’s rights. In the State of Victoria, the Infertility Treatment Act 1995
restricts access to assisted reproductive technology (ART) to de facto
and married heterosexual couples. Further, while the rights of the birth
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mother are protected within current legislation, the rights of the co-
mother are not (Katzen, 1997; McNair et al., 2002). Whilst it is difficult
to accurately estimate how many lesbians are parenting in Australia or
how many children are growing up in lesbian households, a recent sur-
vey in Victoria found 22% of lesbians are already parenting and another
25% are planning to have children in the future (McNair & Thomacos,
2005).
LOW STATUS LESBIAN MOTHERHOOD
Di Lapi (1998) has suggested that there is a hierarchy of motherhood
with heterosexual women mothering within a nuclear family at the top
of this hierarchy and deemed to be appropriate or high-status mothers.
A lower level in the hierarchy is the marginal mother or the heterosexual
mother within a non-nuclear (e.g., sole-parent) family. At the bottom of
the list is the inappropriate mother, a lesbian mother who exists outside
the heterosexual order. This framework goes some way to representing the
social position of lesbian mothers. Di Lapi’s hierarchy is based on the
extent to which mothers have access to services and institutional support
including legal sanction. Two theoretical frameworks that support her
claims are compulsory motherhood (Gordon, 1976), the notion that
women’s value in society is defined by their ability to reproduce and
bear children, and compulsory heterosexuality (Rich, 1980) which as-
sumes all women to be heterosexual and that this is the sexual prefer-
ence of most women. It is through choosing heterosexual marriage that
women become mothers, and it is these married mothers who have the
most access to legally recognised and socially sanctioned relationships
and services. This position at the top of the hierarchy is extended to het-
erosexual mothers who adopt within their marriage or who remarry into
step and blended families. This is followed by the marginal mother who,
although heterosexual. Is mothering outside marriage and is failing her
social responsibility by not mothering in an “appropriate and timely
way within the traditional family” (Di Lapi, 1989, p. 111).
The lesbian mother who has less access to reproductive rights, legal
protection for her family through same-sex marriage. or adoption and is
denied access to fertility and donor insemination services is relegated to
the bottom of Di Lapi’s (1989) hierarchy as the inappropriate mother.
Within a homophobic and heterosexist society. the lesbian mother is
marginalised which compromises her own and her children’s interac-
tions with the outside world. While lesbians continue to be marginalised
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in the absence of legal and social recognition of their relationships and
status of their families, this is even moreso for the lesbian co-parent who
does not even rate a mention in Di Lapi’s (1989) hierarchy of mother-
hood (Muzio, 1999; Perlesz & McNair, 2004; Wilson, 2000).
AN EMERGING LITERATURE
ON THE LESBIAN CO-MOTHER
There is now an emerging literature around lesbian co-mothering
which until recently had been absent from the discourse around lesbian
parenting and motherhood (Gabb, 2001; Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999;
Muzio, 1999; Tasker & Golombok, 1998; Wilson, 2000). Cheryl Muzio
(1999) has made a significant contribution to understanding the position
of the lesbian co-mother via a psychoanalytic lens. From this perspec-
tive, feminine happiness is equated with maternal function and identity,
and when a woman becomes a birth-mother her whole–not just primary–
identity is as a mother rather than as a woman. Moreover, she is defined
in relation to her husband and her children and in that sense she is other
and as a mother she becomes M(other). In a patriarchal Western society.
masculine denial of women’s sexual desire leads to the glorifying of the
reproductive and nurturing role of mothering (Muzio, 1999). Women
are taught that to have ultimate success, she must bear a child (Slater,
1995), and women are consequently socialised to revere motherhood
(Siegenthaler & Bigner, 2000).
However, lesbianism and motherhood have traditionally been viewed
to be contradictory institutions–lesbian mothering being an oxymoron
(Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999). On the one hand a lesbian, as a woman,
must bear children for self-realisation, but as a lesbian she cannot pro-
create (Slater, 1995). The presumption of lesbians as non-procreative
combined with lesbian same-sex desire renders the image of lesbian
mothering “shocking and disconcerting” (Weston, 1991, p. 168).
A lesbian mother exists within a kind of “. . . psychoanalytic nether-
world where neither her passionate nor maternal relationships are
deemed to have substance” (Muzio, 1999, p. 210). She, therefore, becomes
the invisible (m)other and the co-mother becomes the other (m)other
(Muzio, 1999). The other (m)other’s position is less well defined mak-
ing negotiating within both private and public worlds (e.g., schools,
health settings, etc.) even more challenging, and consequently she bears
the brunt of invisibility (Crawford, 1987). An Australian study of 270 les-
bian parents showed that the most challenging issues for lesbian-parented
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families is the lack of legal recognition of the co-parent (McNair et al.,
2002; Perlesz & McNair, 2004).
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF LANGUAGE
IN CONSTRUCTING RELATIONSHIPS
Before we present our own research findings, we need to locate our-
selves theoretically. Our position on language as a defining and naming
experience is close to that of Johnella Bird’s (2004), who has been influ-
enced by narrative, post-structural. and social constructionist theory, and
has worked towards developing relational understandings within these
frameworks over several years. Core to social constructionism is the idea
that negotiated understandings are central to social life and that the ne-
gotiation around these understandings is an on-going process between
those engaged in the conversation and social action (Gergan, 1985;
Shotter, 1993). Social constructionists such as Kenneth and Mary Gergen
(Gergen & Gergen, 1983) explored how narrative accounts construct
the self and relational realities (Gergen, 1994). More recently, Bird has
created a detailed account of how language represents experience and
how language has a capacity to create a relational consciousness, but
you have to work hard at it. The reason you have to work hard is that the
common use of I carries a strong sense of the self as fixed, autonomous,
and separate from the other. Both the autonomous self and relational
self are integral to how we relate in the world, and one cannot make full
sense of experience without the other (Flaskas, 2002; Paterson, 1996).
But we still need to understand what role language plays in constructing
these narratives of self and relationship. When we use phrases like, “I
am a co-mother,” “I am a step-mother,” or “I am a co-parent,” this lan-
guage constructs our sense of self, our identity, and our actions in these
roles–just as language emerges from and is constituted by our selves in
context. However, the language available to us within heteronormative,
dominant discourses simply does not match lesbian-parented family
experience. Here, we are interested in not just the socially constructed
identity of the other mother self, but the socially constructed identity of
the other mother in relationship–in the context of her lesbian-parented
family life. And, as such, we are interested in the lived experience of par-
ents, children, and grandparents in these families. The problem throughout
this paper is that we will forever be using language we do not want to be
using because it is not doing its job well enough. As Edward Sampson
has noted, some language will be concurrently in common usage, but
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also “under erasure” because “. . . we both need the term, in order to un-
derstand the points being made, and simultaneously should not employ
the term” (Sampson, 1989, p. 7). We, as authors of this paper, struggle
with this conundrum as we write about lesbian other mothers’ experi-
ence and these mothers themselves. Our own and others’ research share
an experience of language continually letting them down (Swainson &
Tasker, 2005).
Despite lesbians parenting outside traditional understandings of fam-
ily, the prevailing ideas in society about family “profoundly influence
how we each construct and feel about our families and our roles within
them” (Benkov, 1994, p. 145). Within this context, lesbians grapple with
finding new definitions of constructed family relationships. We share
Laura Benkov’s view that whilst not constrained by heterosexual family
norms and having the freedom to develop their own biographies (Beck &
Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, 2004), lesbian parents do still draw on the very
cultural norms, they are challenging and transforming (Benkov, 1994;
Perlesz, Brown, Lindsay et al., 2006). In so doing, new language fre-
quently incorporates available mainstream language which rarely ade-
quately describes their family relationships and in particular the position
of the non-birth parent. However, members of lesbian-parented families
may also alter the use or meaning of such language and sometimes in-
vent new language altogether (Benkov, 1994). Benkov argues, and as
we hope to show through our own research here, that decisions around
language not only construct families, but language has the “power to
mark the relationship” and in this way “not only reflect relationships but
also partly construct them” (Benkov, 1994, p. 172). Language can re-
flect the position of a lesbian parent within her family either as how she
views herself or how she is viewed by others. Language can also bring
meaning to those relationships for lesbians, their children and their ex-
tended families, and convey meaning to those outside the family.
Therefore, throughout this paper language also changes because the
participants in our study are constantly creating new language in the
contexts of their negotiated relationships both privately and publicly.
While this may at times seem clumsy and even confusing, we aim to reflect
the authentic voices of the families represented here (Perlesz, Brown,
McNair et al., 2006b). We believe it is important to not privilege one
term over another, but give voice to the multiplicity and diversity within
and across families. Sometimes the language used will be that which is
chosen by family members themselves, by extended family, or by others
outside the family. As Laura Benkov states, it is not about choosing the
right words, but rather choosing the words that belong to lesbian-parented
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families themselves (Benkov, 1994). Some language will reflect iden-
tity of the parent, while some describes roles, functions, and negotiated
relationships within the family.
METHOD
This research is part of a study exploring the interface between the
private and public worlds of lesbian-parented families (Lindsay et al.,
2006; Perlesz, Brown, Lindsay et al., 2006; Perlesz, Brown, McNair et al.,
2006a, b). This paper revisits previous findings where they are relevant to
a deconstruction of language use and reports on an additional five families
interviewed specifically around the co-mother’s experience.
Theoretical Framework
In this qualitative study, we adopted a flexible and integrated theoret-
ical framework based on feminist and social constructionist perspectives
both of which are ideally suited to investigate lesbian family experience
(Benkov, 1995). Women’s diverse situations and the institutions that
frame those situations are central to a feminist research inquiry (Olesen,
2003). The feminist researcher seeks to understand commonalities and
differences among women’s experiences (Reinharz & Davidman, 1992).
From a feminist perspective, the researcher takes on a collaborative ap-
proach recognising it is impossible to separate the researcher from those
being researched. A social constructionist research perspective provides a
framework for understanding multiple perspectives and fluid identities.
From this perspective, there is no prototype or essential lesbian-parented
family and members of these families and their wider private and public
networks will create complex and often contradictory meanings and dis-
courses around the phenomenon of family (Benkov, 1995).
Recruitment
Participants were recruited via purposive and theoretical sampling
with partial snowballing. The 25 families were recruited through lesbian
and professional networks, advertising in the gay and lesbian press, and
at gay and lesbian community events. Lesbian parents were the first
point of contact and were encouraged to invite other family members to
participate–particularly children–who they considered important to their
family.
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In the majority of families (18), at least two generations were present
in the interview with one family having three generations present. Of the
remaining seven families, either the child/ren were too young or unborn
(in the case of prospective parents) or the parents chose not to invite the
children, and one adolescent declined to be interviewed. Interviews were
of between 1.5 and 5 hours duration.
Ten of the families interviewed were step-families–eight with children
from previous heterosexual relationships and two from previous lesbian
relationships. Eight of the families were de novo families with children
born into the current lesbian relationships, and one was a blended step-/
de novo family. Two were prospective parents with one of the couples
pregnant at the time of interview. In four families, the birth-mother
was single at the time of interview but had been in previous same-sex
relationships.
Seventy-one family members participated in the study which included
45 parents aged 29-64 years, 26 of whom were co-parents with 6 of these
also birth parents. They were parents of a total of 49 children aged
2 months to 38 years (some of the adult children had left home and/or
were now parents themselves). Of the 21 co-habiting couples, 18 were
living with the other lesbian parent and 3 were in new relationships. The
length of relationships was between 2 and 15 years (with 14 longer than
5 years). Twenty-two of their children aged 4 to 34 years were also in-
terviewed along with 4 grandmothers and 2 donors.
Eighteen of the families were of Anglo and Western European back-
grounds with the remaining seven from Eastern European (1), Indige-
nous Australian (2), Latino (1), and Asian (3) backgrounds. Thirteen
families were from inner urban Melbourne, five were from outer urban,
and seven living in rural Victoria. In all but three families, at least one
parent was engaged in full-time or part-time paid work, and five were
studying full or part-time. The majority of the parents (36) had some
level of higher education.
Introducing Some Context Around the Research Interviews
It became apparent very quickly in our interviews with lesbian par-
ents and their families that a discussion about language could not be
avoided. Initially, the struggle with using particular language arose when
lesbian parents were first contacted about being involved in a lesbian
family study with a focus on the non-biological mother. There were var-
ious ways in which individuals understood the terms lesbian, family, non-
biological, and mother which in most circumstances required further
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exploration and discussion with potential research participants. The issue
of language became more and more complex as the research unfolded.
Almost without exception it seemed, at least on the surface, that fami-
lies had little need for specific language or terms to define and give mean-
ing to the roles and relationships within their private domestic family
sphere. Each of the family members had their own understanding of their
relationships and prior to the interview families said they had not thought
much about the language they used. However, as family members took
turns to tell their story and share experiences, language and meaning be-
gan to emerge. This was particularly noticeable when describing the role
and relationships of the non-birth parent. It was within this context that
family members also began to explore each other’s choices of language
revealing differing ideas about family relationships and sometimes dif-
ferent meanings attached to the choice of language.
While there may be less need for language within families to define
and describe their more intimate relationships, this becomes increas-
ingly necessary when interacting with extended family, social networks,
and public institutions. It is through language that family members are
able to give meaning to their relationships for others outside the family.
Social constructionists argue that it is through social interaction that lan-
guage emerges (Shotter, 1993). However, meaning can also be expressed
through ways other than language, e.g., through ritual or every day action
(Laird, 1993) and as Healy (1993) argues actions speak louder than
words. When two people are establishing an adult-adult and adult-child
relationship, language will inevitably be used to represent the meaning of
these relationships, particularly in the public context. Therefore, in the
public world language becomes an important medium through which to
convey the significance and meaning of relationships. This is particularly
important if the non-birth parent is to be recognised as having a signifi-
cant and legitimate role and relationship with her children.
At the time these research interviews were conducted in 2002-2005,
some lesbian co-mothers in de novo families were taking out Parenting
Orders through the Family Court to claim a parenting status for their child/
ren. A Parenting Order recognises parenting rights and responsibilities
and allows for the co-mother to make decisions on her non-biological
child/ren’s behalf. Whilst this Order covers parental rights and respon-
sibilities while the child remains a minor (under the age of 18 years), it
does not recognise an ongoing parental relationship as would adoption.
In other de novo families, lesbian parents had drawn up informal parenting
agreements between themselves and, in some cases, with their known do-
nor/father. While not legally binding, such agreements provide written
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evidence of parenting intent between the parties involved. However, these
steps towards legally sanctioning and protecting the relationship between
the non-biological parent and her partner’s child/ren are rarely taken out
by lesbian step-parents. The legal, political, and social landscape is sim-
ilar for non-birth parents in de novo and step-families in terms of non-
recognition, invisibility and non-legitimation. However, in some ways,
lesbian non-birth mothers in de novo families actually have more secure
status in relation to their children. This makes for a significant differ-
ence in patterns of disclosure and language chosen by lesbian parents
when interacting in the public domain, i.e., health and education sys-
tems (Lindsay et al., 2006).
Data Analysis
Data were collected and analysed using constructivist grounded theory.
Grounded theory methods consist of systematic, inductive guidelines for
collecting and analysing data to build theoretical frameworks (Charmaz,
2003; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). From a constructivist position, knowledge
and meaning are co-created between the researcher and participants to-
wards an interpretive understanding of subjective meanings (Charmaz,
2003; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). A constructivist approach assumes there
are multiple social realities and, therefore, does not aim to present one
truth or reality but rather gives voice to multiple realities of lived experi-
ence (Charmaz, 2003).
Analytic inductive strategies were used for data analysis including
simultaneous collection and analysis of data, taping and transcribing of
data, a two-step coding process, a constant comparative method of anal-
ysis, conceptual memo writing, theoretical sampling to identify and refine
emerging concepts or themes and clarify analysis, and the integration of
the theoretical framework (Charmaz, 2003; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
Emerging theories about co-parenting were grounded in lesbian moth-
ers’ diverse experiences.
All interviews were sequentially audiotaped and transcribed. Subse-
quent interviews and in-depth questioning and exploration were based on
data gathered in previous interviews. The transcripts were checked against
audiotapes for accuracy and then returned to participants with the oppor-
tunity to make corrections, and only minor changes were requested
(Perlesz, Brown, Lindsay et al., 2006). NVivo software was used to sup-
port data analysis. Initially, an open coding strategy was used to identify
emerging categories which was followed by axial coding to integrate
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codes around central categories (see also Berkowitz, 2007). Once these
categories were identified, team members compared categories and emerg-
ing themes in a selective coding process (Perlesz, Brown, Lindsay et al.,
2006).
FINDINGS
In our research, we have found 45 different terms used to describe the
lesbian parent who has not given birth to some or all of her children (see
Table 1). Some of these terms are used within the immediate family, by
extended family, and by others outside the family. While Table 1 lists each
of the terms, it is important to note only one example of the context in
which it was used is provided. There was not a more commonly used
term, and sometimes multiple terms were used within the one family by
different family members. Sometimes the same family member used
different terms in different contexts and language varied across different
family forms. Language also changed over time as relationships developed
and children grew older. Meanings and understandings about family are
generated by those who participate in the actions of doing family (Butler,
1990; Perlesz, Brown, Lindsay et al., 2006; Weeks, 2004; Weeks et al.,
2001). From this perspective we understand parenting relationships to be
negotiable, fluid, and changing and that language used to describe these
relationships is a dynamic process.
Frameworks for Understanding Family Language
Language used for the non-birth parent’s identity or relationships
changed in different contexts, and the choice of language was related
closely to comfort with disclosing or not disclosing the nature of the
family structure and/or the sexual orientation of the parents. The 45 dif-
ferent terms used to identify the lesbian non-birth parent were used by
the non-birth parent herself, her partner, their children, extended family
members, their wider social networks, or professionals with whom the
family had come into contact. Language was a powerful medium through
which to convey or conceal the meaning of relationships. The following
discussion focuses on the complexities and nuances of the choice of lan-
guage and provides insight into multiple perspectives within and across
lesbian-parented families.
In order to make sense of the multiple terms used, we borrow from
sociological perspectives and, in particular, a framework offered by
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TABLE 1. Language Used to Define and Describe the Non-Birth Parent
Category of
label
Label
used
Used
by
Family
form
Directed
to Example of the context when used
Relationship
to Birth
Mother
Mum’s
lesbian
partner
C S Sc, P Once used to explain to her Grade
4 class
Mum’s
partner;
mum’s
girlfriend
C S P Publicly uses this but privately thinks
of it as having another mum BM,
CM, Father’s partner
Just her
partner
CM S Explaining her position in the family,
does not see herself taking
responsibility for the child
Partner CM S Defining her relationship with the
BM rather than the children
Husband OOTF,
HCP
D Others assume BM has a male
partner. Another CMs experience at
antenatal class “all husbands over
there”
Mum’s
friend
C S How she explains the CM at school &
to friends
Relationship
to Children
Adult
friend
CM S R How she sees her role & relationship
to the children
Aunty C, CM S P, OOTF Child explaining CM to her friends;
CM explaining her special
relationship to her partner’s
grandchild
I’m just
Helen
CM S R, IF Explaining she is simply herself not
a parent or mother
Fatherly
figure
C S R Explaining how he understands his
relationship with CM and her role
Equal
adult
CM S R See herself as equal adult with the
BM and having some  responsibility
but not as parent
Part of the
family
C S P, Sc Explaining her mother’s partner’s
significant place in the family
Responsibility
for Children
Primary
carer
Secondary
caregiver
Reliable
Adult
CM
CM
CM
S
S
R
R
R
Explaining she is the at home
mother, the BM works
Explaining her role in child care is
less than the BM and her role is
secondary
Indicating she is another reliable
adult in the children’s lives but
doesn’t see herself as a parent
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Category of
label
Label
used
Used
by
Family
form
Directed
to Example of the context when used
Fallback
position,
next best
thing,
backstop
CM S R Explaining she can be there for the
children if the BM is unable to be but
doesn’t  see herself as a parent
Guardian CM D Sc Forced to define herself as such at
school with documentation limited to
one mother
Other,
other one,
other
mother,
other
parent
CM D, S IF,
OOTF,
HCP
Other used to distinguish CM from
BM who is mother
A mother Step-mum C S R Describing CMs role in the family,
but doesn’t use this term to identify
her privately or publicly
Step-
mother
CM,
BM, C
S R Describing how they think their
children see the CM, a child
describing the CM
Half-
mother
BGM D R Describing how she sees the role
and relationship of the CM & BM
Second
mum
C S R How she sees the CM but doesn’t
use this name to identify her
Non-
natural
mother
CM D R Her response to the BM being called
the natural mother
Non-birth
mother
CM D OOTF,
HCP
Distinguishes her from BM, for her
this is important to do
Non-
biological
mother
D OOTF,
HCP
Distinguishes herself from the
mother who has given birth
Mum Alice CM, C SD IF Distinguish her from the BM’s
previous partner who is the other
mother
Mumma C, CM,
BM
D IF Way of distinguishing between birth
mother who is physically bigger and
called big mumma
Mother CM,
BM, C
D IF,
OOTF
No distinction between CM, but
equally mothers
Cuddle
Mumma
CM,
BM
D IF She is the one who cuddles the child
after breastfeeding
Grand-
mother
HCP Assumed to be the mother of the BM
therefore child’s Grandmother
Godmother C SD P Explaining a special relationship with
his non-resident other mother
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TABLE 1 (continued)
Category of
label
Label
used
Used
by
Family
form
Directed
to Example of the context when used
A parent On-site
parent,
In-house
parent,
co-parent
on-site
CM SD R Distinguishes her from BM’s
previous partner, and other mother,
emphasising an important role &
relationship with the child
Step-
parent
CM,
BM
S R CM or BM describing the CM role
and relationship within the family
Dad HCP D CM,
BM
Assumed by HCP “he’s sitting on his
dad’s knee”
Daddy NBGF,
C
D CM NBGF response to the news they
were having a baby ”so are you
going to be daddy then", a 3 yr old
child calls the CM mummy and daddy
Parent CM D IF, R Explaining her role as parent but
doesn’t identify as a mother
Co-parent CM,
BM
D R, IF,
OOTF,
Used to describe the relationship
both with the child and parenting
relationship between the parents
Mostly
known by
my nick-
name
C,
OOTF,
IF
D IF,
OOTF
CM doesn’t want to be known as a
mother, she is mostly known by her
first name, but her child has started
using her nickname her friends use
for her
C = Child
CM = Co-mother
BM = Birth mother
NBGF = Non-biological grandfather
BGM = Biological Grandmother
HCP = Health Care Provider
OOTF = Others outside the family
D = De novo
S = Stepfamily
SD = Separated De novo
IF = Inside Family
OF = Outside Family
HCP = Health Care Provider
Sc = School
P = Peers
EF = Extended Family
R = Researcher
Michael Gilding (1999) that includes structural, functional, and ideologi-
cal lenses on the family. We extend this framework to include relational
realities and further understandings around more fluidly negotiated rela-
tionships (Giddens, 1992). Even though we have theoretically located
ourselves within a constructivist and post-modern framework with a
paricular interest in relational realities, we begin by discussing structure
and function because that is how family members themselves think and
talk. It is only when family members realise that they are having trouble
with language to describe their family in terms of structure and function
that they (and us too as researchers) have to agilely leap between struc-
turalist and post-structuralist frameworks to reach new levels of un-
derstanding. It is as though the families we talk to are living and doing
family in non-traditional ways, yet their language lags behind their
lived experience.
Although Gilding writes as though structure and function are some-
how theoretically or conceptually separate, it is difficult to sustain these
distinctions when describing everyday lesbian-parented family experi-
ence. We have chosen to discuss the lenses of structure and function in
combination.
Structural and Functional Perspectives
A structural perspective relates to who is in the family whereas func-
tional aspects of family life include both material functions and roles
performed in the form of physical support such as housing, financial se-
curity, and safety as well as emotional functions such as care, nurturing,
and love. In this sense, family is defined by not only the people in the
family but also by activities undertaken by various family members
(Gilding, 1999).
A primary response to defining family is to think of the people who
make up the family. People generally nominated as family are related
by blood, marriage or adoption. Though, of course, there are increasing
exceptions to these criteria including intimate gay and lesbian relation-
ships and complex kinship, friendship, and socio-cultural arrangements
and the wide-spread Australian custom of including pets as family mem-
bers which has nothing to do with blood or marriage (Gilding, 1999).
Family roles and functions, too, can be performed by a wide range of peo-
ple including those in extended family and social and kinship networks,
and external social services–not just immediate family members living
under the one roof within a single household.
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Labels that include mother and parent identify the non-birth parent
within the structural hierarchy of the family–the parental subsystem–
with responsibilities for caring for the child/ren. We found in all de novo
and prospective de novo families that the terms mother and parent were
used to describe the non-birth parent. However, while terms incorporat-
ing parent or mother were sometimes used to describe the non-birth par-
ent’s role in step-families, she was rarely identified as such, and in five
step-families she did not use these terms at all to describe herself or po-
sition within the family. Thus, the non-birth parent in de novo families
clearly identified herself as a parent or mother: “I’m their mother”; “I
am the mother”; or “I’m the children’s parent.” In step-families, struc-
tural terms were also used to define who was in and who was out of the
family, and, in particular, the position of the mother’s partner. However,
there was more variation in language used in and across step-families
than in de novo families both in describing the relationship between the
parents and the relationship between the co-parent and child/ren. For
example, terms such as “in-house parent,” “co-parent on site,” and “step-
Mum” position the non-birth parent within the family structure and sug-
gest a relationship of responsibility for the child/ren. Other structural
terms position the co-parent outside the family structure–“family friend,”
“an adult friend,” and “Mum’s friend. ” Other terms, whilst still position-
ing the mother’s partner within the family structure, were suggestive
more of the relationship between her and the mother, i.e., “Mum’s partner,”
“just Mum’s partner,” and “Mum’s girlfriend.”
Penny, aged 14, lives in a step-family with her brother Mark, 17 years
old, mother Susan, and Susan’s partner Robyn. This family formed ten
years earlier–one year after Susan had left her heterosexual marriage.
This was Susan’s first same-sex relationship. Robyn has been actively
involved in parenting the children providing both emotional and finan-
cial support. When asked what term Penny uses to describe her relation-
ship with Robyn, she initially struggled to find words or language to
articulate her experience. Mark had earlier said Robyn was: “. . . like a
second Mum”:
Penny: Like when I tell my friends, when I talk about her . . . Umm I
don’t think about it that much, I don’t come across instances
when I have to classify Robyn as something. I don’t know.
Mark: So what do you think of Robyn then?
Penny: Umm.
Mark: Is she just an it!
Penny: No.
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Susan: No, I think you can clarify it, when you fill in forms and you
write Robyn’s mobile number down, like for school.
Penny: Oh, like (other) people, I don’t know, I call her a family friend.
The notion of family friend places Robyn outside the more immediate
family structure when Penny defines her in the public context reflecting
concerns about disclosure of her mother’s lesbian relationship. Had
Penny used another term such as “second Mum,” this would have drawn
attention to the family structure and formation; that she lived in a two-
mother family possibly drawing attention to her mother’s sexuality, but
certainly that her family sits outside the norm. When questioned by her
mother about her language use of family friend, Penny agreed that
Robyn was: “like a second Mum.” This speaks to the differences in lan-
guage used in private and public contexts. In the private context, the
term “second Mum” places Robyn not only within the family but re-
flects the children’s experience of the functional role Robyn plays
within the family and the parenting activities she participates in. Penny
was also clear that she would: “Definitely call Robyn part of the family”
more than her father’s wife, Helen, of seven years because Robyn plays a
more active functional role in day-to-day parenting and financial support
than Helen. However, Penny is also very clear when talking to others out-
side the family that her Mum and Dad are her parents.
The language used by participants in our study often described the
functional aspects of family life and, in particular, the activities under-
taken by parents in families. For example, “guardian” “primary care
giver,” and “secondary care giver” were used to describe the non-birth
parent’s role in caring for and responsibility taken for child/ren. These
particular terms were most often used when family members were inter-
acting with others outside the family in the public context.
Guardian is a term that is recognised as a socially and legally legiti-
mate parenting role with children providing a way for non-birth parents
to take on an involved and responsible role with children. This was used
most often when families were interacting with public institutions such
as schools because it is consistent with bureaucratic paperwork used to
identify those persons with decision-making responsibility for children.
Forms frequently have space for mother and father but not another
mother. Janet and Maeve live together with their children, Jodie six
years and Nathan four years, in a de novo family. Each mother has given
birth to one child–Maeve is Jodie’s birth mother and Janet is Nathan’s.
Although this lesbian couple usually prefer to be upfront about their
family structure and their respective roles and relationships as equal
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co-mothers of both children, they have found they have been forced to
use the term, guardian, within the school system:
Janet: [We say] we’re Jodie’s parents or Jodie has . . . we
might say . . . Jodie has two Mums and a Dad . . . but
then filling in forms that would be interesting because
they’re always a bit different. So sometimes, because of
the way forms are structured, people would be able to
recognise and know who is the biological mother.
Maeve: Yes, that’s right. The most recent form that we’ve got, the
Kinder[garten] form, it has Parent 1 doesn’t it?
Janet: Yes.
Maeve: And then Guardian. So, Parent 1 we put down as Janet’s
name [as the birth-mother], and then I was the Guardian.
Interviewer: What’s that like to actually be going in as a parent, so
you go in as an equal parent, yet you look at the form
and it says Parent 1 and Guardian?
Maeve: I know, I know. It should really be . . . they should have
Parent 1/Parent 2 or something like that. It’s a shift from
Mother/Father, which is what they used to be and we
just cross out the Father and write Other Mother or
something like that. So yes, some of these places need to
get a move on with, with um, how they set up their forms
. . . I guess I feel so comfortable in my role that it does-
n’t really worry me that much. Like, I see myself as par-
ent to both of the kids, not, you know, parent to Jodie
and Nathan’s guardian, sort of thing.
Despite seeing themselves as equal parents to both children and hav-
ing obtained a Parenting Order through the Family Court formalising
their legal status as parents for their non-biological children, Maeve and
Janet are still forced to choose terms alternative to parent or mother in
order to comply with the limitations of bureaucratic paperwork. They
have consequently developed flexible and adaptable ways of using mul-
tiple terms to describe their family structure. Yet, despite Maeve being
personally comfortable with her role as parent of both children, there
are limited opportunities for her to use language that accurately reflects
her equal parent status with each child within the public sphere. In an at-
tempt to convey something of the structural or functional aspects of their
family and in the absence of space for them to identify in their preferred
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way, that is as parent, they are forced to use language that fails to convey
the meaning of their family relationships to the external world.
Other language directly points to the functional aspects of family and
the activities involved in caring for children. While families do not nec-
essarily use these terms to describe themselves within the family they
do find them useful in describing the distribution of the childcare load
between them. In three families, the term primary carer was used for the
parent taking on a larger share of childcare and the one who is usually
the at-home parent. Whilst lesbian couples have been found to have more
egalitarian relationships with more equitable distribution of domestic
tasks (Dunne, 2000; Hare & Richards, 1993; Sullivan, 2004), it is often
the birth mother who takes on a higher share of childcare (Hare & Rich-
ards, 1993; Patterson, 1995; Sullivan, 2004). In one de novo family, the
primary carer was the non-birth parent who took over primary responsibil-
ity for the day-to-day childcare when the child was no longer as dependent
on the biological functions of breastfeeding and/or when the birth-
mother returned to the workforce. In two other families. the primary
carer role moved between both mothers as each mothers work or study
circumstances changed. The term carer is used in these instances as an
alternative term to mother.
Tania lives in a step-family with Therese, the birth-mother of two and
a half years old Louise. She used a number of terms when defining and
describing her role and relationship with Louise: “on-site parent”; “in-
house parent”; and “co-parent on-site.” Tania used these terms to define
and describe her relationship with Louise to differentiate her role from
Louise’s other mother Alice, who has continued to co-parent Louise
with Therese since they separated prior to Louise’s birth. Therese and
Tania began their relationship when Louise was only a few months old.
Alice continues to be involved with Louise through a mutually agreed
access arrangement that Therese and Alice have negotiated through
mediation. Alice speaks to Louise by phone at least once a week, and
Louise stays with her every second weekend. Alice also makes regular
financial contributions towards Louise’s care. Through mediation, the
roles of each parent were defined, and, for Tania, this became a second-
ary role to both Therese and Alice who were nominated as Louise’s par-
ents. In the parenting negotiations, Therese was nominated as the one
with the primary responsibility for Louise on a day-to-day basis. Alice
was recognised as the other parent with some decision-making respon-
sibilities, and Tania as a step-parent-type role. These roles were very
much divided around functional aspects of the family and childcare ac-
tivities within the family. However, for Tania, the term step-parent does
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not adequately represent her day-to-day functional role she has had with
Louise nor the relationship she has developed with Louise over the past
two years. This is an example of where attempts to clarify things struc-
turally who is in and who is out of the family actually break down as
child/adult relationships change, develop, and fluctuate over time. Tania,
who receives a disability pension and has not been in paid work for most
of their relationship, spends as much time engaged in childcare activi-
ties as Therese. Therese is also a full-time stay-at-home parent. When
describing her role and relationships within the family, Tania takes ex-
ception to the term step-parent:
Tania: With regards to the step-parent question um, I suppose it’s
my own issue. I have a step-mother . . . um, I don’t see her
as that, I don’t see her as having any role in my life because
I have contact with my father. But the whole concept of
step-parenting . . . I’ve seen a lot of step-parents and some
are really good but most are really shocking, and I don’t
want to be a step-parent, I want to be a parent. So, I sup-
pose it’s how you think about yourself. In terms of Louise, I
think of myself as her onsite parent. I’m here 12 days of the
fortnight, you know . . . I see her. I see the moods she goes
through; I have the ‘firsts’ (witness the first time new child
developmental tasks are achieved), I have the teething, I
have this, and I have that. And yeah, I miss her on the week-
end, I miss her like crazy on the weekends [when] she is not
here . . . Yeah . . . co-parent on site 12 days of the fortnight,
you know. I’m not the non-biological mother. I’m not the
biological mother. I’m the co-parent on site. I have respon-
sibilities as Theresa’s partner and what not, as I’m here to
uphold her law (parenting rules, etc.) and sometimes en-
force it.
Tania’s plea that she is the on-site-parent speaks to the significance
of her involvement in parenting Louise. She is there and sees first hand
the developmental milestones. She describes herself as equally partici-
pating with Therese in the day-to-day care of Louise, yet she is identi-
fied as a step-parent within the terms of a mediation agreement. The
Agreement still stands regarding the three women’s mothering arrange-
ment, but step-parent is no longer fitting language and does not accu-
rately reflect Tania’s level of parental and mothering involvement.
Language and meanings change over time and continually need to be
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renegotiated. Tania’s experience highlights the lack of readily available
language that represents the variety of significant roles and relation-
ships a non-birth mother can have with her child/ren despite quasi-legal
attempts to clarify complex mothering arrangements.
Family as Ideology
Defining the family as an idea or as a concept privileges meaning and
ideology rather than structure and function. The idea of the safe, nurtur-
ing, happy, well-functioning, monolithic, nuclear family is not just an
assumption or an ideal but it is a cultural product. The family is not a
“discrete institution with visible boundaries” (Gilding, 1999, p. 23) but
it is an idea. It is a culturally dominant idea or world-view that bestows
legitimacy, privileges, and resources on some family arrangements,
whilst withholding them from other family-making choices such as les-
bian-parented households that deviate from a perceived norm.
The following two examples are from de novo lesbian-parented families
(one prospective) where the mothers have adopted a strong alternative,
subjugated ideology of two mother families. Rachael lives with her partner
Isabelle who is pregnant with their first child. Rachael and Isabelle have
an idea of how they see their family and the position of Rachael in rela-
tion to their child. While Rachael has yet to decide what language she
will use, she is clear and feels secure that she will be a parent:
Rachael: So I feel quite secure in my role and how it all is and, um,
you know I’m happy with, I know . . . What being the co-
parent, mother, non-biological what ever the term is ev-
eryone uses, I just know I’m going to be a parent to this
child. And the child will hopefully work that out. But first
and foremost, I am a parent and everyone around me knows
I am a parent to this child and that sits well with me.
Prospective parents are yet to experience the everyday practice of
having children but do have a vision of family life and their roles within
this. Not only does Rachael have her own idea of herself as a parent, she
also has the idea that their child will know and understand her relation-
ship as a parent and that everyone else around them also has the idea she
will be parent. This view of family sits well with her, and she has a clear
plan of how she intends to do family even though it is at odds with the
dominant ideology of what it is to be family.
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Prior to the birth of Ella’s non-biological daughter Elizabeth, now
4 years old, Ella also had a strong ideology about their family and an
assumption about equal mothering. However, from about the time
Elizabeth was three to six months, both Ella and Sally noticed that
Elizabeth demonstrated a preference for Sally when she wanted to be
comforted which was quite a shock for Ella:
Ella: [Her going to Sally] happened frequently, and it just broke my
heart, it was so sad for me. It was, there I was . . . in the sce-
nario of being her mother and not getting the . . . I don’t know;
not having the same relationship. I found that really, just gen-
erally, really hurtful. Mainly because I’d put in so much work,
and I loved her so much, and I wanted her to be able to take
comfort in me that she wanted from Sally, to have it jointly and
equally. And you know her aunties are always so nice, and you
know: ‘it’s just the breastfeeding and it will get better,’ and ‘it
won’t always be like this.’
Ella’s friends (the aunties quoted above) turned out to be right, and
Ella did develop her own special relationship with Elizabeth, who was
equally comfortable with both her mothers. Ella noted that she thought
Sally and Elizabeth had a special bond but not more special than her
own bond with Elizabeth–“just different special to ours,” and that
Elizabeth “finds joy in both” of them in “different ways.” In this de novo
family, the co-mother’s embracing of non-dominant ideology and an
assumption that non-birthing would not impact on her early relationship
with her child were not born out yet she did discover that relationships
between mothers and their children are fluid and can change and
evolve over time.
It is more usually the case that heteronormative ideology of family is
so pervasive within our society that assumptions are frequently made by
others about family structure. This is highlighted by Jo’s story of taking
her child to a health service. Jo and Bridget, lesbian parents in a de novo
family, have one child, Arty, aged 3 years. Bridget, the birth-mother,
explained that despite Jo herself not using the term Mum or mother to
describe her relationship to Arty, sometimes Bridget used this term
when in public to draw attention to Jo’s significant role and relationship
with Arty:
Bridget: Yeah . . . So it’s that thing, that my response . . . I guess
mainly [I] revert to that when I want to make a point,
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and that, yeah, there is a role here and there is a signifi-
cant role and this is the other mother.
Interviewer: So are there any experiences that you’ve had when
[you have had to make a point]?
Jo: Oh yeah . . . immunisation up in the [Country] . . . so, he
was sitting on my knee because she’d (Bridget) be hys-
terical and someone said something about him “sitting
on his dad’s knee.” And I generally just sit there and
roll my eyes because I can’t be bothered going there [to
explain] and this one (Bridget) pipes up.
Bridget: I can’t stand it . . . I don’t know why . . . So I say, “It’s
the other mother; she is the other mother.”
Structural, functional, and ideological perspectives each provide a
context for family members’ definitions of their families and relation-
ships but only go part way in providing insight into the meaning of family
relationships. We propose that there is also a relational lens in families
that brings into focus the significance of negotiated relationships be-
tween family members. Family relationships are not fixed but are fluid
and continually being negotiated and renegotiated. As family relation-
ships evolve so too meaning evolves with language also changing over
time in different private and public contexts. This is particularly true of
the relationship between children and adults.
NEGOTIATED RELATIONSHIPS
To further understand the relational perspectives of family and, in
particular, the relationship between the non-birth parent and her chil-
dren, we build on Anthony Giddens’ (1999) work on intimacy. Giddens
challenged understandings of intimate relationships or more particu-
larly nineteenth and twentieth century ideas about romantic love, where
adult partners had an understanding of how they neatly fit together, each
offering distinctive attributes and skills to the relationship. Giddens in-
troduced the notion of a pure relationship which has no expectations of
fixed roles but rather is “ . . . a social relation . . . entered into for its own
sake, for what can be derived by each person from a sustained associa-
tion with another; and which is continued only in so far as it is brought
by both parties to deliver enough satisfactions for each individual to stay
within it” (1992, p. 58). Within this idea resides the potential for true
egalitarianism and shared intimacy within a relationship; what Giddens
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calls the “democratisation of the private sphere” (1992, p. 184). It has been
argued that this type of relationship is potentially more likely to be found in
lesbian and gay men’s relationships (Weeks et al., 2001)–relationships
that exist outside heteronormative models where roles are not fixed
and there are opportunities to be more creative in developing egalitarian
relationships. Giddens (1992) proposes that the transformation in
intimacy lies in the shift in adult/adult relationships from a: “special
person [romantic love] to a special relationship (confluent love/pure
relationship) . . . [Confluent love is an] active contingent love . . . [that]
. . . jars with the for-ever, one-and-only qualities of the romantic love
complex. The separating and divorcing societies of today . . . [is] . . . an
effect of the emergence of confluent love rather than its cause” (Giddens,
1992, p. 61).
The negotiated relationships proposed by theorists like Giddens
(1992), Beck and Beck-Gersheim (1995), and gay and lesbian theorists
like Weeks, Heaphy and Donovan (2001) have been critiqued as being
too positive about the possibilities for democratisation of relationships
in both straight and gay partnerships within a capitalistic patriarchal so-
ciety (Bittman & Pixley, 1997; Smart, 1997). We raise the possibility
here that these ideas around intimacy and negotiated relationships can
be transferred to parent-child relationships that are constructed beyond
the bounds of biological and blood links. When lesbian step-families
form or when older children in de novo families begin to understand that
they are biologically connected to one mother but not to the other, what
processes allow family relationships to develop, grow, and change over
time?
Giddens’ (1992) notion of an active, contingent love raises the inevi-
table consequence of more fluid, ever changing relationships between
social parents and the children they parent. The landscape of biological
parenting also changes as parents bring new and different partners into
their lives. These new relationships require both horizontal and vertical
on-going negotiations around commitment to roles, responsibilities,
and rights in adults’ and children’s relationships. By horizontal, we mean
negotiations between intimate partners, and vertical refers to the negoti-
ations between parents and children. Significantly, too, these negotiations
take place within a heterosexist and homophobic context that ultimately
impacts on the chosen expression of the relationship. For instance, in
our earlier example of Penny’s language for her step-mother, Robyn is
like a second Mum within the privacy of her own home but becomes a
family friend in the public domain.
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Unlike adult/adult relationships, neither parents nor children choose
each other; the former begats the latter. However, in the forming of
post-modern, lesbian-parented family relationships (as with heterosex-
ual step and blended families and gay men parented families) there is an
element of choice in the degree to which the parent and child agree to
either parent or be parented (respectively), and this is what we would ar-
gue represents the active, negotiable, fluid part of family formation and
family life for our participants. Non-birth mothers and their children
have opportunities to develop a more contingent, confluent love in
which there are initially no expectations or fixed roles but rather these
are negotiated over time and the two together (child and adult) form a
social relationship that is entered into for its own sake. That is, they im-
plicitly agree to accept or commit to the parenting/parented relationship
to varying degrees; all of which come with different terms or language.
Such commitments can change over time and either strengthen or
weaken according to personal, social or family circumstances.
The negotiation around parent-child relationships takes different
pathways and covers different territory in lesbian de novo and step-fam-
ilies. In the former, the negotiation in a sense begins before the children
are born. The lesbian parents begin a negotiation around their roles, re-
sponsibilities, rights, etc., and these are reinforced by Parenting Orders
and complemented by decision-making around negotiated levels of
donor, social-biological father involvement. Children’s language in these
families is influenced by the adults around them, and, in turn, there is a
reciprocal influence because the children create their own language and
meaning. For example, young children are very comfortable with the
idea of two Mums and often have language to support this relationship.
Arty, the 3-year-old son of Jo and Bridget, introduced earlier, creates a
special name for Jo with whom he has a parented relationship:
Jo: He calls me Dooda [a nickname] he can call me Jo but he
started calling me Dooda, so everyone calls me that now. He
can’t help but call me that because everyone else does [now] . . .
I was at a [traffic light] crossing, and there were [two children]
a Mum and a Dad, and he said: ‘That little boy and girl; that’s
their Mum, and I think that’s their Dad, but they don’t have a
Dooda.
In this family, Jo says she does not have to name her relationship with
Arty and has been known by her first name. However, Arty has his own
experience of this relationship as something special and uses his own
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language to represent the meaning of this relationship. While Jo says
she does not have to name it, she proudly shared this story of how Arty
made sense of their relationship.
In step-families (post heterosexual relationships), children are likely
to be older and may have already experienced being parented by a mother
and a father. They also may have had to deal with complex separations
and divorce and a variety of family reconfigurations on both sides of the
family. This is a very different pathway into lesbian-parented family life
and requires very different kinds of relationship negotiations.
For instance, Kirsten, a 31-year-old daughter of Fay, and Sam (Fay’s
partner) have not committed to a parenting relationship at all because
Sam and her mother have only been together six years and Kirsten was
already a young adult at the time her mother entered into this current les-
bian relationship. However, they still have negotiated their relationship
which has continued to evolve particularly since Kirsten has had a baby
and Sam has been acknowledged as having a specia’ relationship with
Kirsten’s child. Although she chooses not to call herself a grandmother,
she has chosen a name of special significance:
Sam: No. No I didn’t want to be granny . . . It wouldn’t feel right you
know, but umm I like to be called Aunty Samantha, Aunty Sam.
In the Maori culture, like all the aunties, they’re not real
aunties, in terms of blood but it’s still, like the extended family.
So to identify myself as part of the extended family, I thought
Aunty was a good name . . . It shows some certain ah, close-
ness that is more than just a name.
This was similar for Jeanette and Carmel who have been in a relation-
ship for ten years and between them have six children who were in their
late teens and twenties at the time the relationship began. Neither really
took on a parenting role with each other’s children although Carmel
suggests Jeanette’s children may have thought of her as a step-mum and
that they have developed their own relationships with each of the chil-
dren. However, now that their children have had children, they see that
they are equally grandmothers to each other’s biological grandchildren:
Carmel: With the grandchildren, I think there is much more equality.
I don’t think those grandchildren really know who’s their
Nanny. They call us Nanny. Jen and I don’t think they make
that much of a distinction even though we have developed
292 GAY AND LESBIAN PARENTING: NEW DIRECTIONS
that idea of you are [your children’s mother and I am my
children’s mother].
Despite seeing their grandparenting relationship more equally, they
still believe that they will each have more responsibility for their own
biological grandchildren, in part, because of the parenting relationships
each has with her own biological children. However, it is yet to be seen
how much the grandchildren themselves will influence the negotiation
of their respective relationships with each grandparent, and it is likely
that just as with parenting relationships these relationships will be fluid,
change and be renegotiated as time goes by.
In de novo families, it is more likely that the parents will be seen more
equally as mothers. Jodie, age 6, the daughter of Janet and Maeve intro-
duced earlier, says that she and her brother call both their parents, Mum.
Before their first child was born, Janet and Maeve considered the idea of
being called Mum and Mumma as a way to distinguish between them-
selves. However, Jodie started calling them both Mum. When the chil-
dren want to distinguish which Mum they want at a particular time, they
have their own way of making this distinction and will add a first name
for clarity:
Janet: The stuff about language is interesting because our kids call
us both Mum and a lot of people can’t get their head around
that but it’s just a role. It’s not something that we gave too
much thought to beforehand. But the kids are very clear if
they want one of us they go and ask for us by name. It’s never
been an issue. If it’s just a generic Mum, whoever’s there,
that’s what they’ll ask for, and whoever’s there answers. But
if you want one of us, particularly, you usually ask for us by
name, don’t you?
Jodie: Well, we first say Mum, one of them calls us, and we say no,
Janet, no Mum.
Janet suggests here that the term Mother is symbolic of a role and, per-
haps, the functional activities carried out within the household. Neither
parent in this family was particularly attached to one term to describe her
role and relationship as indicated earlier. Nor were the children confused
about which parent they wanted in a particular circumstance and had de-
veloped their own ways of distinguishing between them. In this de novo
family there has been no need to negotiate the parent/child relationship.
Both mothers are mothers and are named as distinct individuals: Janet
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and Maeve. And the two children have a distinctive relationship with
each of the mothers separately. Not because there is something neces-
sarily disparate around their mothering, but because they happen to be
different people with different skills, interests, and so on that will en-
gage children differently. While this is clear within their private world,
they may find that when they interact with the outside world they will
need other language to convey that meaning to others particularly when
the children begin to go to school. Young children from de novo families
had other novel ways of distinguishing between their parents. For exam-
ple, momma and big momma distinguishing between the mothers’ size;
and cuddle momma initially used by the parents for the mother not breast-
feeding who would make a point of cuddling her baby after feeding.
Negotiated family relationships can be complex in both lesbian-par-
ented step-families and de novo families as children get older. Maureen
had been co-parenting Annette’s birth children, Lachlan aged 12 and
Erin aged 9, for the previous four years. Annette and Maureen had been
negotiating Maureen’s role with the children since the beginning of their
relationship and, while initially protective of the children, Annette’s in-
creasing confidence in Maureen’s ability to parent the children has re-
sulted in Maureen taking on more and more of the day-to-day parenting
and decision making. Maureen was clear about her commitment to her
parenting relationship and referred to the children as her son and daugh-
ter when explaining her relationship to them outside the family. Both
Erin and Lachlan think of Maureen as like a mum and understand her in
relationship to them as a parent. However, Lachlan explained that he does
not tell his friends at school his parents are gay unless they are very close
friends. Although committed to his relationship with Maureen for the
past four years, as puberty approached he was increasingly confronted
by homophobic attitudes outside his family. Earlier on in his mother’s
relationship with Maureen, he had felt that his family structure was nor-
mal, but more recently it had begun to feel not normal. Lachlan’s com-
mitment to his relationship with Maureen had not wavered privately,
but how he represented it publicly had changed. Meanwhile Maureen’s
commitment remained steadfast. However, Maureen, Annette, and
Lachlan had begun to negotiate around how Lachlan wanted to present
his relationship with Maureen to the outside world.
Step-parents’ relationships are negotiated within the private domain,
and, like another Mum, sits relatively comfortably within this private
sphere. However, the very act of coming out as the child of a lesbian
mother requires a significant reconfiguration in younger adolescents’
language and ways of speaking about their families in the public domain.
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They not only have had to cope and adjust to the changes in their fami-
lies that led to their mother’s re-partnering in a forbidden love-match
(that they are only just now beginning to understand and fear society’s
condemnation of. They also have to accommodate to a whole new re-
forming of their family relationships and find acceptable ways of com-
municating about these relationships to those outside the family.
As children grow older in de novo families, they, too, must contend
with homophobic attitudes external to the family creating a need for re-
negotiation of relationships and how these relationships are spoken
about. Twelve-year-old Daniel, like Lachlan above, had become more
challenged by how to present his family and in particular his other par-
ent, Libby. Marion, Daniel’s birth-mother, and Libby separated within
the first year after Daniel was born. Marion and Daniel currently live in
a rural location, and Libby in metropolitan Melbourne. Marion re-part-
nered with Bev five years earlier, and Bev has two adult children.
Marion and Bev do not co-habit and neither sees herself in anyway as
having a parenting role with her partner’s children. Libby has continued
to actively co-parent Daniel, contributing emotionally and financially to
his care and is involved in most major decisions. Daniel stays with
Libby at least every second weekend, and she attends most significant
school functions, Daniel’s sporting events, and all family celebrations.
Libby also re-partnered with Sophie soon after separating from Marion,
and although Sophie has had a relationship with Daniel most of his life,
she does not take on any parenting role with him. She chooses to des-
cribe herself as Daniel’s friend. Marion explains that Daniel is struggling
more with explaining Libby in his life:
Marion: A year or so ago [Daniel] said, ‘How do I explain [Libby]?’
and we talked about various options: ‘You could say she
is Mum’s ex-partner, she’s my co-parent, she does the
parenting’ . . . Um, anyway what ended up coming up, it just
came up out of the blue, we were staying with a friend . . .
she said something to him about Libby, and he called her
his Godmother. God knows where he got that from . . .
It appears that Daniel is less comfortable revealing his family struc-
ture publicly but remains committed to the relationship with Libby.
Living alone with his mother makes it easier not to have to disclose his
mother’s sexual orientation or Libby as his other parent. However,
Libby’s significant involvement in family, social, and sporting gatherings
brings with it a need for him to explain her. Not only is there no accessible
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term to describe this relationship, he is not wanting to reveal the exact na-
ture of this relationship with his other parent. However, he has come up
with his own solution. By using the term, Godmother, he retains a de-
scription of his relationship with Libby without having to define Libby’s
relationship with Marion, his mother. The term, Godmother, is a com-
monly understood and socially accepted relationship between child and
adult. This enables Daniel to symbolically represent a significant and le-
gitimate relationship with Libby. Later, when interviewing Libby sepa-
rately, she did not seem aware of this new language but understood
Daniel’s need for silence around his family structure and in particular
his relationship with her. Libby commented that in early primary school
Daniel was less concerned about his friends knowing about his family
but that this had changed since moving to secondary college. As a con-
sequence, they had to renegotiate their relationship resulting in Libby
taking more of a back seat, and her parenting relationship had conse-
quently been rendered invisible.
While Daniel’s need for silence meant that Libby’s significant rela-
tionship with him did not exist publicly, they continued to have a strong
commitment to each other as parent and child within their privatised re-
lationship. Not being able to acknowledge their parenting relationship
publicly was a painful reminder for Libby of the experience of parenting
within an unconventional family:
Interviewer: So he talks about his father, his brother, his mother. . .
Libby: Yes.
Interviewer: But he doesn’t talk about you in that story.
Libby: No.
Interviewer: What’s that like for you?
Libby: What’s that like for me. Oh, look every time it happens
there’s always this little kind of stab of hurt. It is a bit
painful but, um . . . but then I kind of understand. Obvi-
ously you understand. I feel quite secure in my relation-
ship with him . . . And [the relationship he has with me]
and you know the connection that we have. So I don’t
feel threatened in that kind of way that he’s . . . I just see
that it’s about him and his social life and it’s not actu-
ally about our relationship if you get what I mean.
While there is a stark reality in the invisibility of her significant role
and relationship with Daniel, Libby does have empathy for Daniel’s
position and need for silence. Within this relationship, there is an
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authenticity and real intimacy, but this is rendered invisible because of
fear about others’ homophobic and heterosexist attitudes toward their
family. Daniel’s changing social needs has meant that they have had to
renegotiate the language around their relationship. Yet, this has not af-
fected how secure Libby feels in her relationship with him and she has
less need to be identified publicly than she did when he was younger
and was trying to assert her position in the family:
Libby: So um, I’ve become, I guess with Daniel, I’m kind of less
precious in a way that, um, you know, I was earlier on it was
like I had to, you know go, ‘No, he’s mine’; or you know,
‘We’re part of a family’; and so on. And I guess as time’s
gone on, partly because the relationship has kind of devel-
oped and so you now it feels like . . . I feel quite comfortable,
and it’s sort of . . . and so I worry less about the rest of the
world.
Extended family members and those beyond the family in social and
institutional settings often have little understanding of the significance of
language and how much language can convey attitudes and values
about family relationships. Embracing or rejecting the lesbian-parented
family’s preferred language can have a profound affect on family mem-
bers and can lead to them questioning their own understandings of their
relationship. An example of this is an interchange between Fran, the
non-birth parent of 3-year-old Joshua, and Joshua’s biological grand-
mother, Ruth. Soon after Joshua was born, his birth mother Kate had to
go into hospital, leaving Fran to care for Joshua alone. Fran recalled
Kate’s mother Ruth phoning that day and saying that now she would
know, “. . . what it felt like to be a real mother.” Fran found this very dis-
tressing and disqualifying as she already thought of herself as a real
mother. She had not realised how much Ruth did not consider her to be a
real mother.
What was important for Fran was not that she necessarily questioned
her own role or relationship with Joshua, but that she and Kate were sur-
prised that Ruth saw it so differently. This example illustrates the effect
language can have and how it can convey others’ attitudes and under-
standings of the non-birth mother’s role and relationships with her child.
While language used by others may challenge non-birth mothers’ own
beliefs and understanding of their parenting relationships, it can also re-
inforce that understanding and resolve about choice of language. Fran
believes she is Josh’s mother, but Ruth does not accept that the label,
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mother, is a legitimate one because she perceives Fran to not be a real
mother. Here, Fran’s subjugated discourse clashes with Ruth’s domi-
nant discourse. However, over time as Ruth experiences and observes
more of the dynamics between Fran and Joshua and Baby Josh, she co-
mes to understand that Fran and Kate are both mothers, and they then
negotiate their language within the family to the point where Ruth actu-
ally acknowledges they are both Mums.
In contrast to this, Rita, a prospective biological grandmother, reflects
on not only the language her daughter Maggie and her partner Beth will
use in their family but also her understanding of Beth’s relationship as
the non-birth mother to her unborn child:
Rita: I suppose I was thinking that they were both mothers . . .
Interviewer: I wonder, I suppose what being a Mum is, when you
think about them both being mothers . . . What does that
mean?
Rita: It’s, well I sort of immediately think of mothering and
caring for the child, um.
Interviewer: Say different to fathering?
Rita: . . . Well, she’s clearly not, um, she’s not a father . . .
and, um, she’s in a committed relationship with Mag-
gie, and I would imagine she would have the same sort
of role with the baby as Maggie. The caring nurturing
type of role so . . . I mean just because she is a woman
doesn’t necessarily mean that she was going to adopt
that maternal role. I think they’ve got a sort of joint
commitment to sharing the parenting of this child.
Here Rita describes her understanding of the meaning of a mother/
child relationship and why she views Beth and Maggie both as mothers.
When asked what being a mother means for her, she reveals something
of her own understanding of a mothering relationship, by attributing the
function of caring and nurturing to mothering. The grandmother acknow-
ledges that adopting a maternal role is not an inherent characteristic of
all women yet the functional aspects of a social, caring relationship be-
tween a mother and child makes the mothering rather than the biological
connection. But it is more than this. Rita’s understanding is that Beth
and Maggie are committed to each other and therefore are committed to
having a child together, and that this means they will have negotiated an
equal mothering relationship.
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While, for some, the term mother makes sense and describes their ne-
gotiated parented relationships, Lucy explains that using the term mother
is also fraught in the public domain. Prior to her relationship with Sarah
and the birth of their child Wendy, now 13 years old, Lucy had co-parented
two children with a lesbian friend. When Lucy used the term mother to
explain her relationship with these children, she found that this brought
with it a whole set of assumptions by others outside the family:
Lucy: . . . I used to co-parent these two kids . . . for a period of six
months, their mother went away and one of them lived with
me . . . I was studying and sometimes I would take her with me
to class . . . and I just said I was [her] mother . . . And it be-
came so fraught because then [I would be] asked . . . about
[the] father and him being my ex-husband . . . and the birth.
Once I started with I’m her mother, it was just, it was terrible
. . . I’d got myself into so many knots that I couldn’t extricate
myself . . . So that is the problem that language can land us in.
Here is an example of how language does not adequately represent
the role and relationship of the non-birth mother and using available
language, mother, placed Lucy in an awkward position. Lucy thought of
herself as mother, but that label carried with it a set of heteronormative
assumptions that were at cross-purposes with her own constructions of
mothering and family. This forced Lucy to consider how much of the
family structure and her relationship with the birth-mother she was pre-
pared to reveal in this context. Without language that easily identifies a
lesbian non-birth mother’s relationship with her child/ren, if she does
not feel comfortable with disclosing private details of her family ar-
rangements she may not feel she is representing herself authentically
(Perlesz, Brown, McNair et al., 2006a, b). But Lucy’s partner, Sarah, in
a conversation with Wendy’s biological grandmother, Lillian who also
identifies as a lesbian, questions whether there is a need for different
names to describe family relationships:
Sarah: In one way I wonder, you know, we have all these names,
and I wonder if we need them, you know, to describe all
these people.
Lillian: . . . because it clarifies the relationship . . . holds the rela-
tionship together somehow.
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Lillian’s contribution speaks to the importance of language in defin-
ing relationships and representing the meaning of these relationships
both within and beyond the family. Her reflections suggest that language
not only represents and clarifies relationships but that it also constructs
relationships.
Some lesbian parents, particularly in de novo families, were very
proactive in claiming language in order to validate the role and relation-
ship of both parents to their children. Yet, for other lesbians, particularly
in step-families as Gabb (2005) also found, there was a distinct rejection
of the term mother.
Ella, from the de novo family discussed earlier, believes language is
necessary to validate not only her parenting role but also to define her-
self as the mother who has not given birth:
Ella: . . . We need to find language to sort of validate us as much as
possible . . . Let’s not deny the fact that there is a biological
mother. And that the biological mother is the one who gives birth
and the one that breast feeds . . . let’s validate that . . . I say (I’m)
the non-biological mother.
Later she says:
Ella: Yeah, mother. Yeah, well I also say mother, I am Elizabeth’s
mother . . . I only bring up the non-biological issue when some-
body actually asks.
For Ella, it is important to be identified as non-biological mother be-
cause for her, “There is a difference.” This focus on the biological, par-
ticularly pregnancy, birth and breastfeeding, has more significance in
de novo families where both mothers have been involved from the birth
of their child, but less so in step-families. Claiming the term non-birth
mother or non-biological mother can also distinguish the lesbian other
mother from the heterosexual male partner, husband, father or donor
(gay or straight). Ella’s story provides yet another example of how fluid
language can be to describe the intimate relationships between mother
and child.
Just as Ella is clear she is the mother, in other families it is clear that
the partner of the birth mother chooses not to claim the label mother.
Helen has been parenting in a step-family for the past ten years with
Nicki the birth-mother of five children, ranging from 18 to 28 years old.
Helen says she does not want to label herself within the family, and she
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certainly does not want to be mother, but that this is a negotiated posi-
tion around (non)-parenting:
Helen: No, I’m just Helen . . . I’m not Mum, and we’ve agreed about
that all along . . . and I certainly didn’t want a term, so I did-
n’t want to be a mother . . . I didn’t need to be mother to do
that. I was just a reliable adult.
Nicki: . . . the way that we have always run the family is that I am
the parent and Helen is my partner. So, while she has had
parenting influence by living with us, she has never made
the decisions about the kids. That’s always been my realm
and she has been supportive of that.
Both Helen and Nicki have clearly negotiated their relationship with
regards to parenting, and Helen’s relationship with the children has
evolved to one of another reliable adult, a support for the children and for
Nicki’s parenting. Although neither Helen nor Nicki refer to Helen as a
parent, Bianca their youngest child says she is like a Mum. However,
like Lachlan and Penny earlier, Bianca does not refer to Helen as a mum
or parent outside of the family but calls her a family friend. Yet, this
does not negate the significance of her private, family relationship with
Helen whom she says has always been there for her.
In another step-family, Cath’s partner Peta, does not see herself as
having any role in parenting Cath’s 12-year-old daughter Dianne.
Dianne had only recently come to live with Cath and Peta, who them-
selves have been living together for eight years. Dianne had previously
been living mainly with her father, although spending some time with
Cath and Peta. Peta was clear that she did not want to have a parenting
relationship with Dianne. Cath had found this difficult:
Cath: I had huge resistance to Peta not defining a relationship be-
tween herself and Dianne. I didn’t necessarily want her to say,
“Yes, I’m Dianne’s step-mum. Um, I thought that was okay, um
. . . because Dianne has two parents . . . but I also wanted there
to be some articulated relationship and I actually . . . for a num-
ber of years until finally I had to accept it . . . but also because it
is not articulated doesn’t mean there is no relationship.
Despite not claiming the role of parent, Peta and Dianne have actu-
ally negotiated their relationship where they spend special time together
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enjoying recreational activities. Peta views herself as not operating as a
parent but as Cath’s partner. She also provides Cath with an open ear,
and, from time to time when invited, offers feedback on Cath’s paren-
ting. Over time, Cath has come to accept that the negotiated relationship
between Dianne and Peta is something for them to be responsible for,
and she has come to terms with parenting as a single mother.
From Peta’s perspective, the relationship with Dianne is because of
her relationship with Cath, and not necessarily a relationship that she,
herself, would choose. This example demonstrates that some partners of
birth-mothers, particularly in step-families, negotiate friendships with
their partners’ children, rather than parenting relationships. These may
not be friendships that they have actively sought just as the children may
not choose to be either friends with nor agree to be parented by their
mothers’ lesbian partners. Yet, both the child and adult in this family
have found a way to negotiate their relationship because Dianne has
chosen to come and live with her mother, and Peta has chosen to remain
in her relationship with Dianne’s mother.
CONCLUDING THOUGHTS ON THE LANGUAGE
OF CHANGING FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS
AND DISCLOSURE
When we use Anthony Giddens’ language to talk about contingent and
negotiated relationships. we are not suggesting that relationships be-
tween parents and children in lesbian-led families are in any way similar
to sexually intimate partnerships between adults. But we are saying that
lesbian parents and their children doing family have opportunities to en-
gage in more flexible ways of configuring family relationships. Gaps
left by the absence of fixed fathering and mothering roles can be filled
by more reflexive, negotiated parenting practices. However, the signifi-
cance of these individually negotiated relationships can be difficult to
explain to others outside the family where lesbian parenting is less than
acceptable, and, in particular, the non-birth mother’s role and relation-
ship remains invisible (Tasker, 2004). Thus, these parenting and being
parented actions require a flexible language that can adapt to not only
our most private intimate parent/child relationships but can also have
meaning in the heteronormative and homophobic world that lesbian
parents and their children traverse in their daily lives.
Families are no longer static entities with couples living together, “ . . .
till death do us part.” Just as family members have to find language for
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the transition from the private to the public, their private worlds too can
be in flux needing to find language for privatized within family changes.
Lesbian-parented families are not immune to rising rates of separation
and divorce, and Gabb (2005) reported that in the few years from finish-
ing her research interviews to publishing her findings at least 30% of
her sample had separated (4 of 13 lesbian couples). We also found in our
study that 4 of 25 families separated post-interview. These social and
family transitions mean that children are dealing with many more adults
in their lives. They may not only lose those to whom they have become
attached but also may need to find new language and ways of relating to
their mothers’ new partners, just as the new partners need to find a lan-
guage and forge new ways of relating to the children with whom they
now live. The other mother has been joined by the other mother, and the
search for new language continues in pursuit of rapidly changing family
relationships. Two and a half year-old Louise in our study had three ac-
tive mothers in her life. Mediated access arrangements and negotiated
attempts to define all the mothers’ roles were not surprisingly unsatisfy-
ing to at least one of the mothers interviewed because the love and at-
tachment that grew in the developing relationship between the in-house
parent and the young toddler could not be prescribed or predicted in a
quasi-legal agreement. It remains to be seen what language Louise will
find for all her mothers.
Twelve-year-old Daniel had five significant adults in his life who re-
lated to him in varying degrees of parenting responsibilities and friend-
ship: his birth-mother and her new lesbian partner, his birth-mother’s
ex-lesbian partner and her new lesbian partner, and his biological father.
It is little wonder that he struggled to find names for his significant
parenting relationships.
We cannot talk about how language constructs relationships in a
political and social vacuum. The difference in language use within pri-
vate and public domains and by children at different developmental ages
are good illustrations of this. When 3-year-old Arty talks in an unself-
conscious way about his Dooda, he has created a whole new category of
parent. No doubt he will need to recalibrate this category when he gets
to school and discovers that it is only he who has a Dooda. We have
spoken before in the literature about younger children’s unaffected
response(s) and inclusiveness when defining who is in their lesbian-
parented families (Perlesz, Brown, Lindsay et al., 2006, p. 185). As
children move into early and mid-teenage years and into their second-
ary schooling, issues of disclosure about their lesbian parents become of
greater concern (Perlesz, Brown, Lindsay et al., 2006; Ray & Gregory,
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2001). Understanding the construction and articulation of family rela-
tionships thus require, not only an appreciation of the wide variety of
language used but also a conceptual framework around disclosure. Dif-
ferent family members disclose and speak about their relationships in
diverse ways in different contexts. Even our own language as research-
ers when disseminating our findings has evolved as we have discussed
disclosure strategies used by family members. We initially identified
three strategies of disclosure used by lesbian parents and their children
specifically in school settings: proud, selective, and private (Lindsay
et al., 2006). The proud strategy involved a commitment to active dis-
closure of lesbian sexual identity (of parents). The selective strategy
was where family members chose to disclose or conceal their family’s
lesbian identity depending on the micro context (how safe children felt
telling friends, etc.). The private strategy involved deliberate and active
non-disclosure. However, as we began to integrate our findings about les-
bians and their families interacting in school and health settings we iden-
tified a fourth disclosure strategy: passive or acquiescent. In this strategy,
family members chose to accept heteronormative attributions by others
at times where non-birth mothers were assumed to be the biological
mother and such misunderstandings were purposefully not corrected by
the family (Perlesz, Brown, McNair et al., 2006a). More recently, we have
selected more fluid language around the processes of disclosure to clar-
ify that the word pride ought not be linked just with being out and that
choosing to be private in homophobic and heteronormative contexts is
as much a proud and protective stance around family identity. We
have begun to use the categories of proudly private, thoughtfully se-
lective, thoughtfully passive, and proudly out in our language of disclo-
sure (Perlesz, 2006).
The young teenagers we interviewed were generally thoughtfully se-
lective in their language of disclosure, leading to a variety of labels for
the one relationship. For instance, Robyn, in relationship to 14-year-old
Penny, was like a second Mum at home, a guardian at school, and a fam-
ily friend to those outside the family. Each of these is a legitimate de-
scription emerging from the position from which the relationship is
viewed. Both Penny and her brother Mark do think of Robyn as a sec-
ond Mum. School administrators view Robyn as Penny’s guardian
when they read the school form. Those outside the family accept that
Robyn is a family friend. These social constructions create language
that defines a multi-faceted relationship between Penny and Robyn. But
the constructions take place in a potentially homophobic and certainly
heteronormative context. Hence, the need to understand how language
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constructs relationships and to acknowledge and accept the diversity in
that language use together with the choices family members make in dis-
closing (or not disclosing) the complex relationships within their lesbian-
parented families.
REFERENCES
Beck, U., & Beck-Gernsheim, E. (1995). The normal chaos of love. Cambridge, UK:
Polity Press.
Beck, U., & Beck-Gernsheim, E. (2004). Families in a runaway world. In J. Scott,
J. Treas, & M. Richards (Eds.), The Blackwell companion to the sociology of fami-
lies (pp. 499-513). Oxford: Blackwell.
Benkov, L. (1994). Reinventing the Family: The emerging story of lesbian and gay
parents. New York: Crown Publishers, Inc.
Benkov, L., (1995) Lesbian and gay parents: From margin to center. K. Weingarten
(Ed.), Cultural resistance: Challenging beliefs about men, women, and therapy
(p. 49-64), New York: Haworth Press.
Berkowitz, D. (2007) A sociohistorical analysis of gay men’s procreative conscious-
ness. Journal of GLBT Family Studies, 3(2/3), 157-190.
Bird, J. (2004). Talk that sings: Therapy in a new linguistics key. Auckland: Edge Press.
Bittman, M., & Pixley, J. (1997). The double life of the family: Myth, hope & experi-
ence. Sydney: Allen & Unwin.
Butler, J. (1990). Gender trouble: Feminism and the subversion of identity. London:
Routledge.
Charmaz, K. (2003). Grounded theory: Objectivist and constructivist methods. In
N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Strategies of qualitative inquiry (pp. 249-251).
Thousand Oaks CA: Sage.
Crawford, S. (1987). Lesbian families: Psychosocial stress and the family-building
process. In B. L. P. Collective (Ed.), Lesbian psychologies: Explorations and
challenges (pp. 195-214). Urbana: University of Illinois Press.
Di Lapi, E. M. (1989). Lesbian mothers and the motherhood hierarchy. Journal of
Homosexuality, 18(1/2), 101-121.
Dunne, G. A. (2000). Opting into motherhood lesbians blurring the boundaries and
transforming the meaning of parenthood and kinship. Gender and Society, 14(1),
11-35.
Flaskas, C. (2002). Family therapy beyond postmodernism. New York: Brunner-
Routledge.
Gabb, J. (2001). Desirous subjects and parental identities: Constructing a radical
discourse on (lesbian) family sexuality. Sexualities, 4(3), 333-352.
Gabb, J. (2005). Lesbian m/otherhood: Strategies of familial-linguistic management in
lesbian parent families. Sociology, 39(4), 585-603.
Gergen, K. J. (1985). The social constructionist movement in modern psychology.
American Psychologist, 40(3), 266-275.
Gergen, K. J. (1994). Realities and relationships: Soundings in social construction.
Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press.
Lesbian Parenthood 305
Gergen, K. J., & Gergen, M. M. (1983). Narratives of the self. In K. Scheibe & T.
Sarbin (Eds.), Studies of socialidentity (pp. 173-189). New York: Praeger.
Giddens, A. (1992). The transformation of intimacy: Sexuality, love, and eroticism in
modern societies. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.
Gilding, M. (1999). Australian families: A comparative perspective. Melbourne: Addi-
son, Wesley, Longman.
Gordon, L. (1976). Women’s body, women’s rights: A social history of birth control in
the US. New York: Vicking/Penquin.
Guba, E., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1994). Competing paradigms in qualitative research. In N.
K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (pp. 105-117).
Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Hare, J., & Richards, L. (1993). Children raised by lesbian couples: Does context of
birth affect father and partner involvement. Family Relations, 42(3), 249-255.
Healy, T. (1993). A struggle for language: Patterns of self-disclosure in lesbian couples.
Smith College Studies in Social Work, 63(3), 247-264.
Hequembourg, A. L., & Farrell, M. P. (1999). Lesbian motherhood: Negotiating marginal-
mainstream identities. Gender & Society, 13(4), 540-557.
Katzen, H. (1997). Valuing our differences: The recognition of lesbian and gay rela-
tionships. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Family Therapy, 18(1), 1-9.
Laird, J. (1993). Lesbians and lesbian families: Multiple reflections. Smith College
Studies in Social Work, 63(3), 209-213.
Lewin, E. (1993). Lesbian mothers: Accounts of gender in American culture. New
York: Cornell University.
Lindsay, J., Perlesz, A., Brown, R., McNair, R., de Vaus, D., & Pitts, M. (2006). Stigma
or respect: lesbian-parented families negotiating school settings. Sociology, 40,
1059-1077.
McNair, R. P. (2004). Outcomes for children born of A.R.T. in a diverse range of fam-
ilies (Occasional Paper). Melbourne: Victorian Law Reform Commission.
McNair, R., & Thomacos, N. (2005). Not yet equal: Report on the VGLRL same-sex
relationships survey. Melbourne: Victorian Gay and Lesbian Rights Lobby.
McNair, R. P., Dempsey, D., Wise, S., & Perlesz, A. (2002). Lesbian parenting: Issues,
strengths and challenges. Family Matters, 73 (63), 40-49.
Muzio, C. (1999). Lesbian co-parenting: On being/being with the invisible (m)other. In
J. Laird (Ed.), Lesbians and lesbian families (pp. 197-212). New York: Columbia
University Press.
Olesen, V. L. (2003). Feminisms and qualitative research at and into the millennium. In
N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The landscape of qualitative research: Theories
and issues (2nd ed.) (pp. 332-397). California: Sage.
Paterson, T. (1996). Leaving well alone: A systemic perspective on the therapeutic
relationship. In C. Flaskas & A. Perlesz (Eds.), The therapeutic relationship in
systemic therapy (pp. 5-33). London: Karnac Books.
Patterson, C. J. (1995). Families of the lesbian baby boom: Parents’ division of labour
and children’s adjustment. Developmental Psychology, 31, 115-123.
Patterson, C. J. (1996). Lesbian mothers and their children: Findings from the Bay
Area Families Study. In J. Laird & R.-J. Green (Eds.), Lesbians and gays in couples
and families (pp. 420-438). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc.
306 GAY AND LESBIAN PARENTING: NEW DIRECTIONS
Patterson, C. J., & Chan, R. W. (1999). Families headed by lesbian and gay parents. In
M. E. Lamb (Ed.), Parenting and development in “nontraditional” families
(pp. 191-219). Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Perlesz, A. (2006). Being the parent you want to be, as well as understanding the parent
you are. Keynote Address, Rainbow Families 3 Conference, Melbourne.
Perlesz, A., & McNair, R. (2004). Lesbian parenting: Insider’s voice. Australian &
New Zealand Journal of Family Therapy, 25(3), 129-140.
Perlesz, A., Brown, R., Lindsay, J., McNair, R., de Vaus, D., & Pitts, M. (2006). Family
in transition: parents, children and grandparents in lesbian families give meaning to
“doing family.” Journal of Family Therapy, 28(2), 175-199.
Perlesz, A., Brown, R., McNair, R., Lindsay, J., Pitts, M., & De Vaus, D. (2006a). Lesbian
family disclosure: Authenticity and safety within private and public domains.
Lesbian & Gay Psychology Review, 7(1), 54-65.
Perlesz, A., Brown, R., McNair, R., Lindsay, J., Pitts, M., & De Vaus, D. (2006b). Full
spaces, full lives: Response to commentary by Stephen Hicks. Lesbian & Gay Psy-
chology Review, 7(2), 231-233.
Pollack, S. (1990). Lesbian parents: claiming our visibility. In J. Price Knowles &
E. Cole (Eds.), Motherhood: A feminist perspective (pp. 181-194). New York:
Haworth Press.
Ray, V. & Gregory, R. (2001). School experiences of the children of lesbian and gay
parents. Family Matters, 59, 28-34.
Reinharz, S., & Davidman, L. (1992). Feminist methods in social research. New York:
Oxford University Press.
Rich, A. (1980). Compulsory heterosexuality and lesbian existence. Signs: Journal of
Women in Culture and Society, 5, 631-660.
Sampson, E. E. (1989). The deconstruction of the self. In J. Shotter & K. J. Gergen
(Eds.), Texts of identity (pp. 1-17). London: Sage.
Shotter, J. (1993). Conversational realities: Constructing life through language. London:
Sage.
Siegenthaler, A. J., & Bigner, J. J. (2000). The value of children to lesbian and non-
lesbian mothers. Journal of Homosexuality, 39(2), 73-91.
Slater, S. (1995). The lesbian family life cycle. Chicago: University of Illinois Press.
Smart, C. (1997). Wishful thinking and harmful tinkering? Social reflections on family
policy. Journal of Social Policy, 26(3), 301-321.
Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory
procedures and practice. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Sullivan, M. (2004). The family of women. Berkley: University of California Press.
Swainson, M., & Tasker, F. (2005). Genograms redrawn: Lesbian couples define their
families. Journal of GLBT Family Studies, 1(2), 3-28.
Tasker, F. (2004). Lesbian parenting: Experiencing pride and prejudice. Psychology of
Women Section Review, 6(1), 22-28.
Tasker, F., & Golombok, S. (1998). The role of co-mothers in planned lesbian-led
families. In G. A. Dunne (Ed.), Living “difference”: Lesbian perspectives on work
and family life (pp. 49-68). New York: Haworth Press.
Weeks, J. (2004). Same-sex partnerships. Feminism & Psychology, 14(1), 158-164.
Lesbian Parenthood 307
Weeks, J., Heaphy, B., & Donovan, C. (2001). Same sex intimacies: Families of choice
and other life experiments. London: Routledge.
Weston, K. (1991). Families we choose: Lesbians, gays, kinship. New York: Columbia
University Press.
Wilson, C. M. (2000). The creation of motherhood: Exploring the experiences of
lesbian co-mothers. Journal of Feminist Family Therapy, 12(1), 21-44.
doi:10.1300/J461v03n02_10
308 GAY AND LESBIAN PARENTING: NEW DIRECTIONS

